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n commemorating William Penn’s 
350th  b irth d a y , p erh ap s we 
should pause to ask whether he 
would approve of such homage. 
Penn’s writings rebuked those who 
took pride in family, money, intellectu­
al, or w orldly ach iev em en t. As an 
adult he never had his portrait paint­
ed. Modest even in death, Penn was 
buried in an unmarked grave in the 
Jordan’s M eeting House cem etery . 
(Early Friends did not believe in hon­
oring the dead with gravestones.) The 
present-day historic marker says only 
that Penn, his wife, and several other 
prominent Friends are buried in the 
general vicinity.
Yet we celebrate Penn today for his 
intellectual acu ity  and w orld ly  
achievement. Part of our fascination 
with Penn is the contrast between the 
unworldly Q uaker and th e  c le v e r  
courtier, the defender of liberties and 
colonial lord proprietor, the creator of 
a successful colony and the failed 
businessman who sp e n t tim e in 
debtors prison. Which Penn and what 
accomplishments did and does the 
monument on City Hall portray?
He would have had little sympathy 
for a celebratio n  of Pennsylvania’s 
wealth, power, or fame, though he 
would have rejoiced to have his name 
associated with a p lace w here the 
people sought to follow the will of God 
and to dwell to g eth er in love and 
peace. Penn argued that how well the 
new land turned out would determine 
whether he and Quakers should be 
remembered; but before his death 
Penn was bitterly disappointed in his 
fellow Pennsylvanians. So as we cele­
brate his legacy, let us reflect that 
Penn probably would not have liked 
the way we turned out.
When he rece iv ed  th e  co lo n y ’s 
charter, Penn saw the opportunity as 
a gift from God and a responsibility. 
His Frames of Government enshrined 
political liberty, but Penn prayed that 
it would be a liberty to do good. His
Benjamin West’s Penn’s Treaty with the 
Indians depicts (without much historical 
accuracy) Penn’s friendship agreem ent 
with the Leni-Lenape. It was com m issioned 
in 1771 by Quakers who were attempting 
to polish their political image by associat­
ing their government o f Pennsylvania with 
the Great Proprietor.
desire was that his heirs and Friends 
would rule with wisdom, yet his com­
m itm ent to  ru le by co n se n t of all 
rather than by the virtuous caused 
him to design a political system  in 
w hich Q uakers’ and non-Q uakers’ 
votes counted equally. He was well 
aware of the risks of resting goodness 
on charters, laws, electoral success, 
and votes in an assembly, but he was 
too strong a Whig believer in entrust­
ing responsibility to representatives 
of the people to do otherwise.
His great hopes for the colony were 
symbolized by his name for the capi­
tal city, Philadelphia. Contemporary 
commentators who stress the Greek 
derivation of brotherly love forget or 
are ignorant of the biblical connota­
tion that Penn and his contemporaries 
knew well. Philadelphia in the biblical
Penn saw his colony as a gift 
from God His Frames 
of Government 
promised political 
and religious liberty, 
and he prayed 
that it would be a 
liberty to do good.
book of Revelation is the city where 
people do God’s will. Penn named his 
town at a time when he saw the new 
land as a unique achievement: a his­
torical city in which the goodness of 
the inhabitants might fulfill biblical 
p rop h ecy  and usher in the rule of 
Christ on Earth.
If the prophetic Penn remembered 
for No Cross, No Crown excoriates us 
for shortcomings, remember there is 
another side to Penn: the rationalist- 
moralist who lived plainly but accord­
ing to his rank in society. This Penn 
recognized that people did not come 
to Pennsylvania to beggar themselves. 
He rejoiced in the economic opportu­
nity that the new colony offered and 
celebrated its capacity to produce the 
ingredients for good beer and wine.
By J. W illiam Frost
The publicity Penn issued for the new 
land did not promise prospective set­
tlers wealth; but it did imply that hard 
work would provide a good living.
P enn’s legacy  survives tod ay in 
many forms. Those of us who live or 
work in Philadelphia encounter the 
outward physical legacy every day: 
th e  nam e of th e  p ro v in ce  and its 
major city; the general layout of the 
c ity  in a grid sy ste m  w ith  p arks, 
streets named after trees, and a mas­
siv e  c e n te r  sq u a re  (a lth o u g h  th e  
Quaker m eetinghouse he envisaged 
there has been replaced by City Hall). 
There is an enjoyable provincial cele­
bration of William Penn that com es 
just from living and working in this 
city, looking up at the Calder statue, 
and reveling in the architectural beau­
ty of Georgian houses and the State- 
house, the latter building used by a 
legislature operating under the Frame 
of Government granted by Penn.
Penn definitely recast Quaker histo­
ry by providing an area for Friends to 
govern. Developing from an obscure 
m inority in England to an imposing 
force in Pennsylvania, Quakers domi­
nated  th e  P en nsylvan ia A ssem bly 
from 1682 until the American Revolu­
tion . It is as n atu ral to  talk  about 
Q uaker P h ila d e lp h ia  as P u ritan  
Boston, although Quakers becam e a 
m in o rity  in th e  c ity  by 1710 and 
Roman Catholics became a majority in 
both cities long before the Civil War.
Penn bestow ed four legacies on 
Quakers— and, I would argue, on all 
who participate in any faith communi­
ty. First, he showed that there was no 
innate incompatibility between being 
a devout C hristian  and exercisin g  
p olitica l pow er. He condem ned as 
unprofitable and cowardly a faith that 
enclosed itself in four walls in isola­
tion from the problems of the world. 
“True godliness,” wrote Penn, “does 
not turn men out of th e  world but 
enables them to live better in it and 
excites their endeavors to mend it.” 
Penn’s political activity grew out of 
his religious commitments. However, 
he did not exercise political power to 
make men and women religious—that 
was God’s responsibility—but to pro­
vide the faithful a place of freedom 
and refuge.
Second, Penn proved to Quakers 
that accepting diversity in religious 
faith need not lead to apathy about
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o n e ’s own relig iou s com m itm en t. 
Undergirding this frenetically  busy 
m an, and key to  his s u c c e s s , was 
Penn’s contention that he had experi­
enced God. He prayed, read the Bible, 
attended meetings, preached, wrote 
theology, lobbied the Crown and Par­
liament in favor of the civil rights of 
Quakers and other dissenters, includ­
ing Roman Catholics. He debated men 
of opposing faith and w rote tra c ts  
refuting their ideas. He was a devout 
Quaker, yet he worked closely in Eng­
land with the dissolute Earl of Roch­
e s te r , th e  Rom an C ath o lic  
James II, and worldly courtiers 
surrounding the courts of the 
Stuarts.
Third, the toleration of dif­
fe ren ces learned  in England 
influenced his treatment of the 
Native Americans and becam e 
a testim ony of Friends every­
where in the United States. The 
only 17th-century Englishmen 
who seem ed to escap e Euro- 
centricity enough to appreciate 
American Indian culture on its 
own term s w ere R oger W il­
liam s and W illiam  P enn. Of 
course, since Pennsylvania had 
no militia and was neither pre­
pared nor willing to fight, it 
made good sense to be concil­
iatory. The Indians appreciated 
Penn and used his memory to 
tell the colonists of the heritage 
of good relations and perhaps 
to  rem ind P en n ’s so n s  and 
later Pennsylvania authorities 
of the cohduct of the first proprietor.
In 1720 the Indians inform ed Lt. 
Gov. William Keith that Penn at his 
first council had promised “so much 
Love and Friendship, that he would 
n ot ca ll them  B ro th e rs , b e c a u s e  
Brothers might differ; nor Children, 
b e c a u s e  th e y  m ight offend  and 
require Correction; but he would reck­
on them as one Body, one Blood, one 
Heart, and one Head.” I can imagine 
no other British colonist saying that 
to Native A m ericans. (In fact, I can 
imagine few upper-class Am ericans 
today able to say to a ghetto dweller 
that they would “reckon them as one 
Body, one Blood, one Heart, and one 
Head.”)
So Penn gave to  th e  Q uakers a 
desire to  resp ect m inorities. In the 
1750s Friends becam e defenders of
two minorities: the American Indians 
and the black slaves. Penn’s actions 
provided the historical precedent for 
later Quakers to support minorities.
Penn’s final contribution to Quak­
ers was his confidence that education 
and learning fostered religion. He did 
this by example, reading and quoting 
from the church fathers; by deeds, 
including provision for education in 
the first laws and granting land and a 
charter for the school that now bears 
his name [the William Penn Charter 
Sch ool]; and by argum ent, dem on­
This portrait o f Penn as a young man in 
armor shows a person with a full head o f 
hair, but from literary sources we know he 
was bald as a result o f sm allpox as a child. 
Our only real knowledge o f Penn’s appear­
ance com es from offhand comments in let­
ters and a drawing m ade from memory 
long after his death.
s tra tin g  in n um erous tr a c ts  th a t 
appeals made with reason and intelli­
gence could be persuasive. Penn was 
not afraid of erudition.
P erhaps the greatest monuments to Penn’s legacy, one enjoyed by 
all Americans, are close by the Arch 
S treet M eeting. W ithin a half mile, 
th e re  are  A nglican, M eth o d ist, 
R efo rm ed , and Rom an C ath o lic
churches and a Jewish syngagogue. If 
you jo u rn e y  n o rth  to  Bethlehem , 
th ere  are the p laces of worship of 
Moravians. To the west, in Lancaster 
County, there is the Ephrata cloister 
and dwellings of the Amish and Men- 
n o n ites . In th e  England of Penn’s 
youth, and at the time he received the 
charter for Pennsylvania, only wor­
ship in the Church of England was 
legal. All unauthorized worship was 
illegal, and everyone paid a tithe or 
tax to the established church.
Nearly one hundred years later, in 
1770, Pennsylvania was the 
on ly  p la ce  in th e  British 
Empire where Catholics legal­
ly could  w orship  openly in 
ch u rch es they owned. Mas­
sachusetts and Virginia main­
tained established churches 
and harassed dissenters until 
1776. Pennsylvania’s tourism 
slogan should proclaim  not 
th a t A m erica s ta r ts  here— 
that’s nonsense, a triumph of 
public relations over historical 
hon esty— but that religious 
liberty starts here.
Penn’s quest for freedom of 
conscience began early. When 
as a young man he became a 
Quaker, he defied the social 
exp ectation s for men of his 
c la s s  and en co u n tered  the 
wrath of his father. His father, 
England’s greatest 17th-centu­
ry naval hero, was outraged 
by his son’s conversion to an 
o u tlan d ish  s e c t . (As poet 
Daniel Hoffman has noted, William 
Penn’s joining the Religious Society of 
Frien d s would be co m p arab le  to 
David Eisenhower becom ing a Hare 
Krishna.)
Penn knew that co erc io n  by his 
father had not worked. He watched 
his fellow Quakers suffer imprison­
ment rather than allow the state to 
determine acceptable worship. When 
in the Tower of London on suspicion 
of heresy, he wrote that a person who 
went to a shop was interested in the 
quality of the goods for sale and the 
price, not the religion of the shop­
keeper. What was true for business 
applied to the wider society. Govern­
ment originated in a social contract 
that guaranteed rights to all citizens. 
Differences in religion did not, there­
fore, weaken the bounds of society.
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Through 
History’s Lense
You can’t dismiss 
William Penn as 
“just another 
colonialist, ” says 
Rebecca Smith ’96, 
who organized a 
McCabe Library exhibit
T alk about history—junior Rebecca Smith is the 17th member of her 
family to attend Swarthmore, including 
her father, Corey Smith ’65. It seemed 
almost inevitable for this lifelong Quak­
er to take a campus job in the Friends 
Historical Library, where she has 
worked for three years. This winter, in 
commemoration of William Penn’s 
350th birthday, Smith did something 
few students are asked to do^-orga- 
nize a historical exhibit on William 
Penn in McCabe Library.
In doing so she learned a lot about 
how interpretations of history change 
and how figures like Penn can be both 
revered and reviled. “A lot of students 
today dismiss Penn as just another 
colonialist,” explains Smith, a double 
major in French and Latin. “While 
there’s some usefulness to this, you’ve 
got to step back and consider what a 
monumental thing he was doing. I tried 
to show this in the exhibit.”
The display consisted of dozens of 
books, artifacts, and artworks depict­
ing Penn’s life, legend, and influence 
today. Included were a Penn letter 
from 1708 and a wooden relic of Penn’s 
Philadelphia home, both from the col­
lection of the Friends Historical 
Library. With explanatory notes writ­
ten by Smith, the exhibit followed Penn 
the Quaker, colonist, and historical fig­
ure from the 17th century to the 1990s.
In one glass case, a portrait of King 
Charles II sparked Smith to wonder 
why the English Crown “bestowed 
upon [this] rebellious nonconformist 
... the most valuable land grant ever
given to a private individual.” She 
speculates that “perhaps Charles want­
ed to get the troublesome Quakers out 
of the country, or perhaps he wished 
to excuse himself gracefully from his 
£16,000 debt to the Penn family.”
The view of Penn as a humane 
colonist who made peace with Native 
Americans—a view enshrined in paint­
ings by Benjamin West and Edward 
Hicks—has contributed as much to 
myth as to history. Yet today in the 
postcolonial era, Smith’s commentary 
challenges what she calls “the political­
ly correct interpretation” of his life: 
“Though in a modern view Penn’s atti­
tude regarding Native Americans 
seems narrow-minded and hypocriti­
cal, for his time Penn was uncommonly 
open-minded,” she wrote. “Adhering to 
the Quaker belief that there is that of 
God in everyone, Penn saw the Native 
Americans as his equals under God....” 
She concludes that “when Penn 
considered all sides of the issue, the 
injustice of colonization seems not to 
have so greatly weighed on his con­
science as to make him reconsider his 
project. This seeming hypocrisy must 
neither be dismissed nor condemned, 
but rather thoughtfully examined as a 
progressive perspective limited less by 
the failings of the individual than by 
the narrow viewpoint of the era.... We 
must not judge him by our modern 
viewpoint without first taking into
R ebecca Smith ’96 with the Q uaker Oats 
William Penn who greeted  visitors to 
her exhibit in M cCabe Library. The 
painter was Ju lie Berger H ochstrasser 
’74, who created  the rosy-cheeked  
Friend for a  long-forgotten Hamburg 
Show. “They cam e to m e and sa id  they 
n eed ed  a  great big Q uaker Oats guy, ” 
she rem em bers, “but I  can ’t recall what 
it was for. ” H ochstrasser, still a  som e­
tim e painter, is now com pleting a  Ph.D. 
in art history at the University o f Califor­
nia at B erkeley, writing h er dissertation  
on 17th-century Dutch still lifes. The 
painting had  been  saved  from  oblivion  
by form er faculty m em ber D aniel Hoff­
mann, a  Swarthm ore resident who 
recently retired from  the University o f  
Pennsylvania. Hoffmann is author o f the 
book-length poem  about William Penn 
titled Brotherly Love.
account the advances in anthropologi­
cal understanding over the last cen­
turies that have shaped the modern 
conscience.”
As for Penn the icon—especially the 
cherubic Quaker Oats Penn—Smith 
has to laugh. “He’s been used and 
abused. It’s inevitable, but people also 
need to see him for the intellectual 
contributions he made, for his contri­
butions to our political and religious 
liberties. The icons just show how 
widespread his influence has been.”
—Jeffrey  Lott
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Left: Though he has been enshrined on 
everything from tablecloths to oatm eal 
boxes, a more appropriate William Penn 
icon was painted by Edward Hicks in his 
many versions of The Peaceable King­
dom. The them e was the prophecy in Isa­
iah o f an age o f p eace in which the lion 
and the lamb would lie down together and 
a child would lead  them. Hicks found the 
closest earthly approximation in Penn’s 
treaty with the Indians.
Below: Penn’s statue on Philadelphia’s 
City Hall was once the city’s highest point.
Defending liberty of conscience for all 
Englishmen and Englishwomen, Penn 
in sisted  th at relig ious in to leran ce  
weakened the realm because it result­
ed in the persecution of good people 
who by their talents contributed to 
the common good.
The first Frame of Government for 
Pennsylvania insisted that women and 
men had the right to worship freely 
and could not be required by govern­
ment to support any or all religions 
fin an cia lly . So th e re  would be no 
established church, no tithe, and no 
church courts here. There was no law 
against blasphemy and none against 
heresy. Ministers of the gospel had no 
special status under Pennsylvania law. 
Penn insisted that all worship consis­
tent with good order be allowed. He 
divorced moral legislation from reli­
gious belief, arguing that the postu­
lates of natural law established right 
and wrong. The churches might insist 
that the Ten Com m andm ents w ere 
m atters of revelation; however, the 
state based its outlawing of murder, 
adultery, and theft on reason and nat­
ural law.
Y et w hile th e  s ta te  left religion 
alone, Penn’s colony encouraged reli­
gious p ra c tice s  b ecau se  ch u rch es 
instilled the m orality necessary  for 
civilized life. Penn subscribed to the
belief that a dissolute people could 
not be free: “Let men be good and the 
government cannot be bad: If it be ill, 
they will cure it. But if men be bad, let 
the governm ent be never so  good, 
they will endeavor to warp and spoil it 
to  the ir tu rn .” A church  could not 
expect help from the state in enforc­
ing m atters of dogma, but religious 
o rg an iza tio n s rem ained  free  to  
address the Assembly on subjects of 
morality, like gambling or dueling or 
slavery.
This pattern becam e 
an essential ingredient in 
the American tradition 
of church and state. We 
can debate prohibition, 
abortion, lotteries, and 
o th e r  m oral issu e s  
knowing that religious 
passions influence our 
d e c is io n  but th a t th e  
state will not base legis­
lation on our religious 
beliefs. That’s what sep­
aration  of ch u rch  and 
state means.
T h ere  is on e final topic: How did Penn 
get to be a monument, a 
hero for all Americans?
E x cep t by th o s e  who
thought he was a Jesuit, he was recog­
nized as an extraordinary man in Eng­
land during his lifetim e. T h e first 
accounts of him, written by contem­
poraries who did not share his faith, 
s tre s s e d  h is a cco m p lish m e n ts  in 
Pennsylvania and the making of peace 
with the Native Americans. In 1722, 
when Joseph Besse published the col­
le cte d  w orks of W illiam  P enn, he 
included a 235-page introduction filled 
with letters and testimonials, but he 
devoted only four pages to Pennsyl­
vania, an indication of how important 
P en n sy lv an ia  w as to  th e  English! 
Besse also printed Penn’s initial letter 
to the Indians, commented upon the 
resulting peace, and discussed reli­
gious freedom.
The first pictoral representation of 
Penn and the American Indians was 
issu ed  in England in 1771. W hen 
Voltaire visited England, he stayed 
with a Quaker family. In 1733 he wrote 
a description of Penn­
sy lv an ia  th a t rh ap ­
sodized  about P en n ’s 
unsworn but observed 
treaty with the Indians. 
Voltaire set the tone for 
a whole series of favor­
able comments on Penn 
and P en n sy lv an ia  by 
F ren ch  in te lle c tu a ls  
w ho c o n tra s te d  the 
colony’s religious free­
dom, peace, and pros­
p erity  w ith th e ir own 
country, which was wal­
low ing in d eca d en ce  
cau sed  by a co rru p t 
king, p a ra s itic  a r is to ­
c ra ts , and a su p ersti­
tious Rom an C atholic 
C hu rch . During the
French  R ev o lu tio n , th e  ra d ica ls  
claimed that they were creating a new 
state based  upon the principles of 
William Penn.
In Pennsylvania two groups used 
Penn’s image for political purposes. 
The sons of William Penn owed their 
power to their father’s accom plish­
ments. Proprietary governors claimed 
that the colony derived its peace and 
prosperity from the principles estab­
lished by Penn. On the eve of the revo­
lution (and after Benjamin Franklin’s
No one considered whether it 
was incongruous 
to have a plain Friend 
enshrined with a 
60,000 pound statue 
atop just the kind of 
pretentious building 
he would have hated.
attempt to get rid of proprietary gov­
ern m en t), T h o m as Penn co m m is­
sioned Benjamin West to paint a pic­
ture of William Penn’s treaty with the 
Indians. With Quakers and proprietors 
favoring conciliation with England in 
1771, the message of the painting was 
clear. Those who believed in a peace­
ful, trusting relationship should rally 
behind the proprietors and the Soci­
ety of Friends. Praising the wisdom of 
William Penn redounded to the credit 
of his sons.
The Quakers who dominated the 
Pennsylvania legislature also used the 
image of Penn. It legitimized their role 
in government because Penn and the 
Quakers were founding fathers. They 
took the early risks and created a land 
of religious liberty, freedom from war, 
and low taxes. Those who liked this 
political platform  should keep the 
Quaker party in office.
Both colonists and Indians found 
the image of Penn useful in reassuring 
each other of good intentions and the 
importance of keeping the peace. In 
seeking to  re s to re  p eace  with the 
Native Americans after the French and 
Indian War, the Friendly Association, a
private group of w ealthy Q uakers, 
issued medals and a gorget with a pic­
ture of Penn offering a peace pipe to 
Native Americans. These medals may 
have been given to the Indians in an 
effort to  create  good will. In treaty  
negotiations with the proprietary and 
later the United States government as 
late as 1780, Indians cited the good 
relation s estab lish ed  by Penn and 
their desire to re-establish peace.
All th e se  p o sitiv e  co n n o ta tio n s 
ended with the American Revolution. 
The Quakers opposed the Revolution 
because they were pacifists. The patri­
ots, who could not win an election  
under the proprietary charter in May 
1776, subverted Pennsylvania’s gov­
ernment and created a new state con­
s titu tio n . W ith th e  re p u ta tio n  of 
William Penn in eclipse, he was never 
even  m en tion ed  in th e  ensu ing 
debates on the Federal Constitution 
and Bill of Rights.
Quakers emerged from the Revolu­
tionary era stripped of political power 
but with a reputation for good works. 
They would preserve the memory of 
Penn as the founder of a colony and a 
man of faith. Penn would re-emerge as 
a defender of religious freedom in the 
e le c tio n  of 1800. At issu e  w ere 
Thomas Jefferson’s religious beliefs. 
The Federalist clergy of New England 
charged that Jefferson was a deist and 
an enemy of religion. The Democratic- 
Republicans identified the policies of 
Thomas Jefferson on church and state 
with those of William Penn. Both Jef­
ferson and Penn stood for religious 
liberty and were, therefore, attacked 
by p riestly  a u th o rities . Penn now 
stood forth as a Jeffersonian hero.
Penn received  additional kudos 
from the search by Americans in the 
1830s for national heroes. Virginia had 
G eorge W ash in gton  and P a tr ick  
Henry; M assachusetts had Sam and 
John Adams. Pennsylvania trumpeted 
the genius of Benjamin Franklin and 
the political and religious freedom  
established by William Penn. Parson 
Weams, well known for his fictional 
b iograp hy of G eorge W ashington , 
wrote an equally adulatory and inac­
curate account of Penn. In a nation 
searching for national heroes, Penn 
was a natural. By mid-century W est’s 
image of Penn and the Indians became 
a decorative motif on tableclothes and 
china. And in 1877 a cherubic Penn
even becam e a symbol of quality for 
oatmeal.
T h e u ltim ate  and m o st iro n ic  
ap oth eosis of Penn cam e after the 
Civil W ar, w hen m em b ers of th e  
Republican Party attained ascendency 
in Philadelphia. They stressed  their 
commitment to religious liberty, politi­
cal freedom, and antislavery by plac­
ing a 60,000-pound bronze statue of 
William Penn atop the bell tower of 
their new Second Empire City Hall at 
Broad and Market. Of course, putting 
Penn on the building was an after­
th o u g h t, and no one co n sid e re d  
whether it was incongruous to have a 
plain Friend enshrined  on ju st the 
kind of pretentious building he would 
have hated. For more them a century, 
however, Penn gazed from the unchal­
lenged h ighest sp ot in th e  Quaker 
City, and only  in th e  1980s did a 
skyscraper surpass his monument. Its 
name? Liberty Place. ■
“People who like their heroes to be 
men for all seasons aren ’t going to like 
William Penn, ” says J. William Frost, 
Howard M. and Charles F. Jenkins 
Professor o f Quaker History and director 
o f the Friends Historical Library,
“but he is by far the most intellectually 
sophisticated and attractive o f any o f the 
main colonizers o f America—he just 
stands out. ” This essay was adapted from 
a lecture given at Philadelphia’s Arch 
Street Meetinghouse in October 1994 for 
the Friends o f Independence National 
Historical Park.
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